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“The journalist was puzzled. Arriving for an interview with the notorious Calamity Jane in early 1896 in Deadwood, South Dakota, she expected to meet a bold, brassy eastern heroine. But once inside Calamity’s house, the reporter discovered a middle-aged pioneer wife and mother, more worried about her disarrayed hair and untidy sitting room than her legendary reputation.”​[1]​

Calamity Jane was perhaps one of the most remarkable women in the Wild West. Her dual personality – on the one hand, she exhibited kindness and compassion towards others, but on the other hand, she was an alcoholic and traded sexual favors for money – has inspired many novelists and directors of both traditional and post-modern movie westerns to tell her story; or at least part of it. Even within her lifetime, Calamity Jane had already become one of the legendary women of the West.
Martha Jane Canary was born in 1856 in Princeton, Missouri to Charlotte and Robert Canary. After Robert’s father died, he, Charlotte, and their three children moved to Montana. When Charlotte died there in 1866, Robert took his offspring to Salt Lake City where he died in 1867.​[2]​ Martha Jane was orphaned when she was just a teenager. She left her already adopted siblings who had found families in Salt Lake City, moved to Piedmont, Wyoming, and took on any job to provide for herself. Recollections of her show that Martha was “a lively, sassy young woman already exhibiting her independent, individualistic ways.”​[3]​ An unconventional woman from the start, she usually dressed in men’s clothing and developed a reputation as a hard drinking woman who could “out-swear and out-spit any man.”​[4]​ As if to prove this, she posed as a man so she could partake in the 400-soldier Newton-Jenney geological expedition although she was expelled after an officer discovered she was a woman. Shortly thereafter, she moved to Deadwood, South Dakota, a trip during which she met Wild Bill Hickok, in whom she took an interest.​[5]​ However, after being in Deadwood for a few weeks, Wild Bill was shot to death and buried. Over the years, a romantic idea emerged that Calamity Jane and Wild Bill had been lovers, even though that was probably not true. This idea is supported by her own autobiography, in which she claims to have a child by Wild Bill. However, no evidence exists to prove this. 
The town of Deadwood and the character of Calamity Jane remained linked - not only for the rest of her adult life, but also in fiction. Her fame was already rising while she was in South Dakota. Edward L. Wheeler, author of the series of dime novels featuring Deadwood Dick, made Calamity Jane instantly famous, even though Martha herself “often exploded with anger, labeling the stories and descriptions a pack of lies,”​[6]​ despite the fact that she also helped to bring false information into the world by means of her autobiography. Still, her reputation offered her new opportunities to make money. After marrying Clinton Burke, a cowboy who worked on a ranch in Montana, she tried her luck in business, even appearing in Buffalo Bill’s show for a while, but she got fired because her constant state of drunkenness. On the first of August, 1903, she died a penniless woman in a boarding house. The official cause of death was pneumonia, though other stories mention that she drank herself to death.​[7]​ 
Calamity Jane’s celebrity status and eccentric ways attracted the curiosity of journalists and writers, even while she was still alive.​[8]​ The first biography about her life was published as early as 1927, when her first biographer Duncan Aikman published his book Calamity Jane and the Lady Wildcats. While much of this biography did not give a truthful depiction of Calamity Jane’s life, it did inspire the next wave of authors and directors to use the character in film and fiction. According to Richard W. Etulain, author of the essay “Calamity Jane: The Making of a Frontier Legend,” the predominant image of Calamity Jane “gradually hardened into a recognizable stereotype by the 1930s.”​[9]​ Ever since then, she has been romanticized, overly dramatized, and made larger than life.​[10]​ She became a recurring character in many dime novels, and became an interesting character in many Westerns. Since her first screen appearance in In the Days of ’75 and ‘76​[11]​, the character of Calamity Jane has appeared in over 30 movies and series, mainly Westerns. Her popularity has not subsided since then: during the Western revival, she was a returning character. The latest appearances were the drama series of Deadwood (2004-2006), and the film Lucky Luke (2009).​[12]​
Social circumstances changed Calamity Jane’s image in western films and fiction: when the mood in the United States turned pessimistic, influencing the old images of an “optimistic, romantic Old West,” her characterization reflected “these shifts in attitudes and popular culture.”​[13]​ Since the revival of the Western genre, and after the changed situation for women in the turbulent sixties, Calamity Jane has been a recurring persona in films, starring both as a leading and a supporting character. This stands in direct contrast to her appearance before the sixties when she usually functioned as a sidekick. However, this does not make the Western genre, in which Jane’s character chiefly appears, women-friendly by any means. The Western myth, which stresses the roughness of the West, continues to live after a hundred years and contains more repetition than any other basic myth in the world’s history. Furthermore, the idea of exceptionalism revolved mainly around the male white Anglo Saxon Protestant. Women remained in the background, heavily stereotyped to the romantic notion of the Western.
 Throughout the heydays of the Western women have been objectified, stereotyped and belittled. Western films have always been a product largely for a masculine audience, and in most cases it tells the story about an individual lonesome cowboy who saves the day and rides off into the sunset. Women, then, functioned merely as a domestic backdrop.
In his book Westerns from 1973, film critic of first The Times and, after 1978, The Observer, Philip French states that in the model of the traditional Western there are “only two kinds of women. On the one hand … the pioneer heroine: virtuous wife, rancher’s virginal daughter, school teacher, etc.; on the other hand … the saloon girl with her entourage of dancers.” According to French, the first group is in “short supply, to be treated with respect and protected.” The second group are “reasonably plentiful, sexually available and community property.”​[14]​ However, in the revisionist subgenre of the Western that developed during the sixties, female characters have had more opportunities to evolve – even if these characters were mostly supporting characters instead of lead characters. Revisionist Westerns re-emerged “under the controversial sign of full-blown postmodernism,”​[15]​ meaning that they particularly attacked the use of sharp conservative classifications such as male versus female and black versus white. These Westerns are known for criticizing the ideals and style of the more traditional Westerns. These films would often be used to criticize American society as a whole. This subgenre gave minority groups and women the chance to challenge the stereotypes set for them in the more classic Western model.
According to Winona Howe women in the West were mainly “wives, daughters or nieces,” and the only respectable job in the West for women teaching school children. These role patterns have been reiterated on the big screen.​[16]​ With roles limited to devoted housewives, whores, damsels in distress, and if they were really lucky, schoolteachers, women’s options were severely limited. The Western genre was dominated by men, which was why women’s roles tended to reflect a male perspective and women’s roles are played out in accordance with male expectations of female behavior.​[17]​ 
In contrast to this, Calamity Jane has appeared in different images in fiction and film. However, what made Calamity Jane intrinsically interesting was the notion that she did not fit the typical gender roles set out in the Western genre. She was neither an example of innocence or virginity, nor a heartless saloon girl. Many authors have written about Calamity Jane, the facts and fiction of her life, and her appearances in film. However, only few works exist that explore the ways the characterization in film has changed over the years. The Western is a reflection of both the idea of exceptionalism and society’s values. The genre progressed over the years, reflecting the changing social and cultural climate in which they were created,​[18]​ and this must be visible in specific characters, too. This thesis will make an attempt to begin that discussion, focusing on the character of Calamity Jane. 
How, then, has the character of Calamity Jane been portrayed and altered in movies throughout the decades? What were the typical characterizations of Calamity Jane before the sixties and in the revivalist, post-modern Western? How has her character evolved and how do her images reflect the social and cultural climate of the time in which the movies were produced?
This thesis will limit itself to four Western films released throughout the decades: The Plainsman (1937), Young Bill Hickok (1940), Calamity Jane (1984), and Buffalo Girls (1995). Interestingly, one can see the importance of Calamity Jane by only looking at the posters and titles of these films. At first glance, the Calamity Jane’s  in the first two movies are of lesser importance. The title emphasizes the men, and the film posters show the male characters as most important. In both Calamity Jane and Buffalo Girls, the female actresses appear prominently on film posters and in the titles, already indicating that the point of focus has shifted. The thesis will focus on why and how the focus shifted.
First, it is useful to look closer into the Western genre. Based on the viewpoint that the American people were exceptional because of their geographical location and the existence of a frontier where civilization met wilderness, the Western is a typical American genre. Combined with the American imperialistic view in the Manifest Destiny theory, which stated that it was America’s destiny to expand across the entire continent, it found expression in the twentieth century Western movies.​[19]​ They showed a romanticized and simplified image of the old West; of cowboys and gunslingers, dismissing the elements of society that would make both history and the film difficult to grasp. The Western, according to Neil Campbell and Alisdair Kean, is closely connected to the idea of exceptionalism, which ultimately revolves around the White Anglo-Saxon Protestant male population; it is why the male heroes are favored over the female participants.​[20]​ The male roles were elevated, while female roles were marginalized. However, the Western was also a reflection on happenings in the time in which they were produced. Especially since the sixties, the Western has been used as a protest against the image of the traditional white protestant male-dominated society. 
This thesis will describe the roles for women in the Western genre. If the Western genre was dominated by men, where did it leave the women? Women were objects or featured as a domestic background to the male heroes, and had a couple of fixed roles in Western films. Despite the regular stereotypes, there were strong roles for a couple of “Wild Women,” though many of these characters ultimately succumbed to one or either of the stereotypes or became a mix of both. The chapter will first look at the stereotypes in the classic Western, before moving on to the female characters of revisionist Westerns.  
Chapters three through six will each deal with the selected films featuring Calamity Jane. Aside from the films’ summaries, these chapters will tell about the circumstances in which the films were produced and about how Calamity was portrayed as a fictional character. The first two films show a traditional tomboy, and prove that Calamity Jane was hard for Hollywood to adjust to a film. The later movies show an increasing influence of the women’s rights movement and both the second and third feminist wave, portraying a more ambivalent, ambiguous woman with more depth. Especially the final film, Buffalo Girls, has the tendency to reverse the traditional role patterns of strong males and weak females.




Chapter 1:  The Irresistible Male West

“To the frontier the American intellect owes its striking characteristic. The coarseness and strength combined with acuteness and inquisitiveness, that practical, inventive turn of mind, quick to find expedients; that masterful grasp of material things lacking in the artistic but powerful to effect great ends; that restless nervous energy; that dominant individualism, working for good and for evil, and withal that buoyancy and exuberance which comes from freedom – these are the traits of the frontier or traits that are called out elsewhere because of the existence of the frontier.”​[21]​

The West has always sparked people’s imaginations. Patricia Nelson Limerick compares the Western myth to any other creation story. “The tale,” she argues, “has unquestionable power and influence but bears little resemblance to the events of the Western past. The myth has the undeniable charm of simplicity.”​[22]​ Every myth of creation is meant to give the people who believe in it guidance and certain clarity about their path in life. That is what the history of the West does.
When there still was a visible frontier, stories were created document the life of the people in the West, as the heroic deeds of the individual people made the region quite popular. Furthermore, when the Pacific had been reached and the Western experience was coming to an end, this idea of a frontier continued to exist in people’s minds, because the frontier made the Americans who they were. Frederick Jackson Turner, quoted above, argued that there was a mythical frontier. America, he believed, was uniquely shaped by the frontier experience where civilization met wilderness.​[23]​ On the frontier, the true American civilization was shaped and true heroes emerged, and these people were not imbued with the old-world aristocratic pretensions. On the contrary: he mentioned that social status, for instance, helped little when people had to hunt for or grow their own food.​[24]​ According to Turner, it did not matter where you came from, and he believed that ethnic differences paled on the frontier because people had to survive on the basis of their wits and their willingness to work hard.​[25]​ Of course, Turner’s thoughts fitted in the White Anglo-Saxon male worldview, and did not include people from other races or women – he merely spoke about the Western European immigrants who tried their luck in the West. The frontier, then, created Americans and defined America.
However, Turner was not the first one to make the connection between the wilderness and the shaping of character. As early as 1782, Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur wondered, “What, then is the American, this new man?”​[26]​ Writing in the aftermath of the struggle for independence, he mentioned Europe’s flaws before arguing that the vast open spaces of the New World enabled people to make a fresh start. Without Europe’s suffocating boundaries they became real men because they had to provide for themselves in every way – old ways did not matter in this new place. In the New World, people from different countries had merged into a new “breed”: The Americans.​[27]​
About fifty years after de Crèvecoeur, the Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville observed that there had always been a demarcation between the more or less civilized area and the frontier. What is more, he believed that this frontier was a training ground for national character because people were exposed to the wilderness, the dangers of not surviving because of hunger or thirst, or the threat of wild animals or Indians.​[28]​ Much in the line of de Crèvecoeur, he argued that hardship forged real character.
Understanding the importance of the frontier in American thought, then it should not be a big surprise that the first book of the American Studies academic field was written about the West. Henry Nash Smith’s Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol and Myth was published in 1950. The title already suggests that myth-shaping had already taken place which he wanted to counter and he attacked Turner’s frontier thesis: “The idea of nature suggested to Turner a poetic account of the influence on free land as rebirth, a regeneration, a rejuvenation of man and society constantly recurring where civilization came into contact with the wilderness along the frontier.” According to John E. O’Connor and Peter C. Rollins, the general lesson of Virgin Land was that “America’s future as a complex society in a complicated international environment would require a re-evaluation of its agrarian mythology – and a rejection of it.”​[29]​ At the same time, Virgin Land kept America’s mythic sensibility by reinforcing specific notions of the nation as either the Promised Land, Eden or the wilderness.​[30]​  
However, even though the book shook up the several academic fields by suggesting an interdisciplinary study, it left out one of the most important dedications to the Old West. Smith most probably disregarded the Western popular genre, because, according to O’Connor and Rollins, “in many ways, Smith was still attached to ‘high culture,’”​[31]​ thus dismissing popular culture. Since the fifties, scholarly books appeared about the Western genre. Ironically, the first one was written by a European, André Bazin, who emphasized the mythical aspect of the Western.​[32]​ The sixties saw some attempts to an auteurist approach, focusing on the notion that the director was a film’s primary influence, asserting that a film may be best understood within the larger corpus of its director’s oeuvre; however, this idea sprung from France, too.​[33]​ More literature on the Hollywood Western appeared in the seventies, when it was more accepted to write about popular culture. John G. Cawelti, one of the pioneers in establishing an academic respectability to the field of popular culture, published The Six-Gun Mystique (1970) in which he analyzed the messages in the western novels. Will Wright’s Six Guns and Society (1975), like Cawelti’s study, also contained detailed analyses of structural components to locate the essence of the genre; they were mainly focusing on the crystallization of the myth.​[34]​ Philip French, the author of Westerns (1973) and respected film-critic, then thematically categorized the major themes of the Western movies, interpreting them more socio-politically than socio-economically, like the structuralists had done.​[35]​ More analyses of the genre appeared after the mid-seventies, usually sticking to the political approach for which film-critic Philip French laid the ground works. Richard Slotkin, finally, took French’ example and produced a massive trilogy on the mythology of violence in American history, and its impact on ideology and the American self-concept. The first part, Regeneration Through Violence, emerged in 1973; the second volume called The Fatal Environment was published in 1985, and the trilogy was concluded with Gunfighter Nation in 1992. Slotkin linked social and political events to the myth of the west, focusing mainly on social violence. He documented his interpretation by using a variety of sources. Among those were fiction, history, film, television, and presidential speeches, which resulted in a superlative explanation of how the imagined West has been used as a metaphor to explain and justify the American experience in the 20th century.​[36]​
Western tales first originated as dime novels around the mid-1800, and they were mostly written by writers residing in the East of America. Those writers, landscape artists, and later film makers too, made the west prettier and more romantic than it actually was. The lawlessness, hardship in the mining camps, hunger, and thirst people in the West needed to suffer were replaced by bright landscapes, vast open spaces, cute little settlements, and heroic cowboys, satisfying their adventure-starved, city-dwelling Eastern audience.​[37]​ It was difficult to draw a line between reality and myth.
The dime novels and movies about the West remained immensely popular. Especially when sound was introduced to film, the Western genre produced films steadily and regularly and they enjoyed a massive audience. The adventure, violence, and also the romantic depiction of life in the West were appealing to the eastern audience. People wanted to identify with the handsome heroes on their magnificent horses because they longed for the romantic notion of being outdoors instead of being trapped in one of the bigger cities on the East coast. These cowboys represented the ideal of American men: they believed the Western film hero to be a self-made man, which ultimately was the American dream. Additionally, the notion that America and its inhabitants were special was a firmly entrenched thought and the Western genre played with this idea of exceptionalism; of being different from any other country in the world. What is more, Western films often were a reflection on society and cultural values at the time of production, which made them all the more appealing for a receptive audience. Westerns often mirrored the morale and society’s values of the time in which it was produced. John H. Lenihan analyzed Westerns in relationship with the society and he discussed American cold war anxieties, racial tensions, and a general cultural malaise producing both alienation and complacency, and he used several films to illustrate his findings. ​[38]​ He was able to trace multiple post-war themes not only within the genre, but also in individual films, believing that the “frontier myth in film spoke eloquently to cultural issues of post-World War II America.”​[39]​ Each new generation challenged and modified the traditional Western genre according to the social and political themes of the time.
However, despite the changing themes, the Western had a fixed commercial formula until the sixties, which made them highly recognizable; according to John Campbell and Alisdair Kean, the West became a “neat script, mixing mythic notions of heroism with stories of the formation of the ‘true’ character and institution of the nations forged in its confrontation with ‘wilderness.’”​[40]​ Nearly every Western revolved around a community, which was essentially a social construct or an odyssey, primarily a literary device.​[41]​ The community setting was better suited to celebrate or criticize contemporary politics, values, and national identity, while odyssey Westerns tended to favor narratives of personal obsession.​[42]​ The community Westerns especially were a mirror of the American society as a whole, representing the struggle America had to endure to become what it was today, and was most closely linked to the “creation myth,” labeled by Patricia Limerick but believed in long before she named it. The classic Western had a set of archetypes and expectations, which Philip French called the “Model Western.” The first of those archetypes is the visible picture of who was good and who was evil. The hero, being the embodiment of good, is upright, clean, a White Anglo-Saxon Protestant who respects the law, the flag, women and children, and usually dresses in white clothes while riding a white horse, that is at the same time his closest companion. Most importantly is the fact that this hero always wins. The hero nearly always encounters his opposite, a mirror of his own person which he has to destroy.​[43]​ Yet, the hero is a more complex figure because he “has internalized the conflict between savagery and civilization.” He is basically the personification of the clash between the “new values of civilization and the personal heroism and honor of the old wilderness.” ​[44]​ It is one of the reasons why heroes cannot seem to adjust in villages; therefore he leaves, riding off into the sunset.
In contrast, the villain is the embodiment of evil. He dresses in black, rides a black horse, abhors the law, talks smoothly, and is only concerned with advancing his own cause. Beyond that, he has a positive commitment to destruction.​[45]​ Villains could be a savage Indian (popular in the beginning of the twentieth century), a group of bandits, or an oppressive lawman. This image is visible in both The Plainsman (1937) and Young Bill Hickok (1940); two of the movies that will be discussed in this thesis in later chapters. In the forties and fifties, however, this simple moral model came under attack and in later movies, both heroes and villains gained more depth of character.​[46]​ People started to acknowledge that people are not just entirely good or entirely evil but a mixture of both, and that the characters of both hero and villain were formed in the social system they grew up in. In other words, they both were ‘victims’ of their childhood and environment.​[47]​ Apart from the building of characters, John G. Cawelti says, “Westerns must have a certain kind of setting … and follow a limited number of lines of action. A Western that does not take place in the West, near the frontier, at a point in history when social order and anarchy are in tension, and that does not involve some form of pursuit, is simply not a Western.”​[48]​ The opening scene of many classic Westerns begins with a hero emerging from the land as if he were a part of its hardness. The hero comes into town as a “tabula rasa”, a blank sheet on which man can write. He learns of the trouble in town, eventually saves the day, but he cannot settle down or own the land, needing the openness and freedom of the range. The final scene usually depicts the hero departing town, and as he rides off into the sunset, he becomes one with the land once more.​[49]​ In short, there were conventions which film makers needed to keep in mind. However, there was a long stretch in these conventions to put your own opinion or the opinion of the time in the film. The events that were depicted in most classic Westerns had little to do with the real nineteenth-century American frontier life.​[50]​ Most of the stories were either loosely based on events from the past, or were just made up completely. 
However, the Western genre on itself could hardly be seen as a woman-friendly genre. The masculinity of the genre and the lone hero formula could hardly be combined with females. Jane Tompkins wrote that “The Western is secular, materialist, and antifeminist; it focuses on conflict in the public space, is obsessed by that, and worships the phallus. Its masculine representations refer directly to the feminine realms of power: the home, the church, the family, and seek, as textual re-workings of actuality, to keep the domains apart and allow men the space in which to imagine an order in which they can be tested.”​[51]​ The stories revolved around male heroes protecting the innocent and especially women from evil. Most scripts had the underlying image of the land of being associated with masculinity.​[52]​ The West was a testing ground for manhood; women needed male protection and needed to be saved. 
This notion was extended to the idea of land-as-feminine, as well. The Western was usually a male fantasy of control and domination over women but, too, a control over the land. From the earliest Westerns, the landscape has been an important part of the genre, not only because the vastness and greatness helps to shape the dramatic action, but also because the American West has an intrinsic beauty worth recording for its own sake.​[53]​ The openness of the desert which represent the wilderness yet to be tamed, freedom, and a relaxed association to nature, is a stark contrast to the town representing civilization, the necessity of compromise, and a tense accommodation to society.​[54]​
Ecological imperialism was also firmly entrenched into people’s minds when they looked at the desolate images of these vast landscapes. The land was abandoned and thus available, free, and vacant for white settlers to take.​[55]​ Free land restored opportunity and offered a route to independence, and generation by generation brought civilization to displace savagery and struggled until nature was mastered before moving onto the next zone.​[56]​ An important point of view, too, was the image of the land as virgin, which implicated a notion of femininity from the start. 
Viewing the West as female provided another image of the West as a place of male domination and protection in which the woman was passively held as fantasy or ideal.​[57]​ Annette Kolodny basically argues that viewing the land as a woman was another element of exceptionalism. Regarding the virgin land as a new Eden, they “opposed […] the grinding poverty of previous European existence.”​[58]​ They metaphorically saw the move from Europe to America as a “regression from the cares of adult life [read: Europe] and a return to the primal warmth of womb or breast in a feminine landscape.”​[59]​ By stressing the differences in the land between “old” Europe and “new America, they believed the latter to be exceptional.
From the sixties onwards, this metaphor was used by feminist researchers like Kolodny, who drew parallels between the abuse of the land and the abuse of women. Kolodny paralleled the environmental raping of the land to the male subordination and violation of women.​[60]​ Eventually, writers and directors tried to link contemporary concerns about masculinity and its relationship to the feminine and to the environment.​[61]​
The classic Western story was criticized in the sixties. The homogeneous society revolving around the white Anglo-Saxon Protestant male was pictured as narrow-minded, leaving out the variety of minority groups in literature and history. The Western movie received the same criticism; movies since the sixties have been scolded for the failure to reproduce history correctly and the dismissal of minority cultures and women. If these were present, they were stereotyped - Mexicans and Indians were usually villains or savages; women were generally prostitutes or school teachers. 
These changing viewpoints went hand in hand with the changing awareness and the turbulence of the sixties. The Civil Rights Movement and other emancipation groups brought attention to the previously ignored and neglected minority groups, and within the intellectual field this brought some changes. The homogeneous view of society, and how it was studied in the field of American studies, was severely challenged. Minorities emancipated. New cultural studies fought for the acceptance and integration of minority cultures, and the addition of their voice to what once had been accepted general American history. 
Revisionist scholars and writers, from the sixties onwards, tried to alter the image of both the Western and the myth of the West that had firmly held its ground for so long. The deconstruction of the formerly accepted homogeneous image of what was an American also affected the Western movies.  The original Western’s representation of American identity was white as well as male.​[62]​ Audiences began to question the Western genre, or more specifically, the duality of the simple hero versus villain plot, and they also started to dislike the portrayal of the Native American as a savage. The West hadn’t been “available” and “free,” instead it had been inhabited by Indians far before the first white settlers came out there.  The classic western was in need of a change, and minorities were eager to state what was wrong with the old picture. During the sixties, the Western became a bleak genre. Film makers wanted to show a more realistic image of the West’s hardships, while influenced by the growing critique on both society and the Vietnam War. The heroes changed, too. “Seen out of his time and place,” French writes, “the Western hero seems an incongruous figure. Depending on the dramatic use to which he may be put, he can be variously seen as vulnerable and pathetic or dangerous and anarchic, an upholder of cherished traditional values or the embodiment of outmoded ways which linger menacingly on; a challenge to modern conformity or the incarnation of a past that must be rejected.”​[63]​ The hero, then, started to reflect the quickly changing society. Less attractive traits of a hero were laid bare to the audience.

Male heroes were not the only standards being reinvisioned during and shortly after the sixties. Feminist critics especially were prominent in the revision of the American West or, put differently, in their statements describing what was wrong with the female characters in Westerns.​[64]​ They rejected the conventional gender roles, not just in the movie genre, but within their political surroundings and domestic life as well.​[65]​ The West was a part of America with no laws, where people endured hardship and struggled to survive; it was not the romantic polished life both scholarly writers and fiction authors had shown for so long. Also, with the multicultural debate well underway, they wanted to include the people who had been left out or had been immensely stereotyped in the ideally White Anglo Saxon genre. Especially from the late eighties and nineties they tried to give a different depiction of Indians, Afro-Americans, Latinos, and Asians in the West, but women, too, now featured in bigger roles. Nevertheless, it was hard to move away from the regular stereotypes which had held their grounds for so long.
Because of the social and political upheaval, the screen writers, too, started to rethink both the mythical West and the depiction on the screens, and they wrote film scripts and books representing those changes. The Western genre declined in popularity – its heydays were in the late sixties. Nobody wanted to think about the past in terms of ravaging the land and how they treated the native population.​[66]​ Nevertheless, the genre never completely vanished. From the 1960s on, the Western classic genre splintered into a number of subgenres, amongst which were the spaghetti Western, including more violence, the comedy Western, showing a parody of the classic films, and the revisionist Western which tried to take another angle which should, for example, provide insight to the Indian mind, like in the revisionist Western Dances With Wolves starring Kevin Costner. Westerns also became more multicultural. Still, in most films, it took a white male to set things straight. In the end, even though Kevin Costner lived with the Indians, he still was seen as a white hero role model.
In conclusion, the myth of the West has spoken to people’s imagination ever since the colonies won their independence from England. America was not only special because the settlers faced a frontier where civilization met savagery, but also because its particular geographical location in the world where land was still available. Given the importance of this idea, it seems inevitable that with the introduction of film, movies were made about the subject. From the first movies onwards, the Western was a genre in which society and social values were reflected. Because the West was so closely linked to America’s idea of exceptionalism, it was heavily male-dominated with peripheral roles for women. Generally, female roles in film were often marginalized together with other minority groups, but since the sixties, more minorities were included to reflect a more believable Western that had its origin in the idea that directors wanted to show what really happened in the West.






Chapter 2: Stereotyped and Marginalized: Women in the Western

“The male hero has usually overshadowed the female role because Westerns have so heavily stressed masculinity. Therefore, to analyze women’s roles it is necessary to view them through the context of the male characters. In addition, since men have written and directed Western films almost exclusively, women’s roles tend to reflect a male perspective. As such, women’s roles are imbued with traits traditionally considered feminine: passivity, dependence, gentleness, and sensitivity, among others. If women are given strong characters, they must ultimately depend on a man for their happiness and security.”​[67]​

Female characters in Western films have been enormously stereotyped. The genre predominantly marginalized women from the outset, and they only appeared in smaller, unimportant roles. Women then existed mainly as context or object,​[68]​ while female characters served as a love interest to the main character in commercial movies.​[69]​ Still, they were peripheral and often helpless, in need of being saved. “The West,” Jenni Calder writes, “is a man’s world, and the women are relegated to mere decoration. Most often they are prizes only, to be gathered in by the handsome hero when the gun smoke has drifted away.”​[70]​ Because of this status, female characters had very little options or choices. In fact, choices were usually made for them, albeit a few exceptions. Furthermore, because the male fantasy was to dominate both land and the feminine, the masculine representations referred directly to the feminine realm of power: the home, the Church, and the family.​[71]​ Even though women were represented as keepers of the home and civilization, they needed men to defend their property. “Gender,” Neil Campbell and Alisdair Kean argued, “offered pre-set compartments into which male and female could be arranged so as to create a sense of ‘normalcy’ and order that were non-threatening and in keeping with precise, uncomplicated versions of an ideal America developed in these years of consensus.”​[72]​ This was certainly true for Westerns, which depicted an ideal world, even though the sixties brought new insights. Even though the sixties brought new insights, for the bulk of its mythic history, the West was gendered and set definite roles for men and women.
Even after the sixties brought along that raised awareness of gender, race, and social values, it was hard to change a genre that had been male-dominated for so long. Women were still often treated badly, not just by the stereotyping or objectifying the characters, but they were also often casualties in gunfights or dramatic deaths. The image existed that life “might possibly turn out all right, but only if she can manage to survive long enough,”​[73]​ but surviving was not always about not getting killed. Another way of staying alive was appropriation and adaptation to their new surroundings, especially when the female characters came from the east. This was a basic theme in the consideration of Westerns.​[74]​ Yet, there were visible changes in the female characters and their prominence on screen after the sixties. This chapter will first list the general stereotypes and roles from the pre-sixties, before turning to the revisionist Westerns to see what roles women had then and if there are still traces of the older stereotypes.
The stereotypes are clearly visible and not particularly imaginative either. Most roles for women in Westerns revolved around two archetypes. First, there was the nurturer/civilizer archetype which included the wives of ranchers, housewives, and schoolteachers but also the army officer’s lady and the pioneer mother.​[75]​  Secondly there was the femme fatale/vamp archetype, usually the waitresses, saloon singers, and prostitutes; businesswomen too were placed under this header.​[76]​ In some cases, though, there was a third category, featuring attractive, good-natured, mischievous tomboys,​[77]​ which were sometimes positive images of notorious wild women like Calamity Jane, Belle Star, or Cattle Kate. These shady characters were cleaned up to live up to the audience’s expectations. Sandra Kay Schackel says that the female stereotypes are important in illuminating how men see women in role patterns.​[78]​ While she in this context mostly focuses on the roles apart from the good nurturer/civilizer, namely that of the femme fatale/vamp, this is also certainly true for how men ideally saw the first category. The films portrayed an ideal, male world, so both archetypes give insight in how men thought about women in the West.
The nurturer/civilizer was mostly portrayed by white women and they were considered to be the “good” archetype. These women actually were a minority amongst female characters, since the other group was much larger. Characters belonging to this first archetype were beautiful, fair-skinned, blond, cultivated, educated; however, they also personified the vulnerability of a woman alone on the frontier.​[79]​ They were to be treated with respect and deserved protection from the male heroes and brought with them the civilization of the east, which made them “idealized women… gentle, dependent creatures reminiscent of Victorian times.”​[80]​ They functioned as feminine counterpart to the male hero – while it was the hero who used violence to restore order; who selflessly faced danger and subdued nature, the woman was a wife or “civilizing agent,” providing either a domestic backdrop or imparting the civilizing graces.​[81]​ She symbolized marriage, home, community and family, which were the basics of civilization. The characters based on this archetype were considered the voice of reason speaking out against violence, its character-building function, and the idea that human affairs can be settled by force.​[82]​ These female characters had names that corresponded to their status. The nurturer/civilizer usually had a decent name according to the white male-dominated protestant world view, like Lucy Mallory in the movie Stagecoach.​[83]​  These heroines were often passive civilizers of whom the main function was to provide motivation for the action:​[84]​ she was the damsel in distress who needed to be saved. At the same time, they provided most of the romance the Western needed, often ending up with the hero. Sometimes, finding happiness with a woman was part of the hero’s redemption.​[85]​
The femme fatale/vamp archetype was by far the most prominent in the Western genre. There was the stereotypical prostitute with a heart of gold, a bad woman turned good, or a shrewd businesswoman looking out for her own interest.​[86]​ The character of the prostitute was the most popular, and brothels and saloons regularly featured in Westerns as the backdrop for their activities. There were a lot of peripheral figures surrounding the lead femme fatale/vamp characters, but those remained in the distance, offering a backdrop for the lead character. 
They symbolized passion and recklessness and this was often represented by their names. Femme fatale/vamp characters usually had short, tempting names which expressed their origin (Marleine Dittrich played a hooker with a heart of gold named Frenchie), but they rarely had a last name to go with it.​[87]​ The roles in this archetype were played either by white women, or Mexican or Hispanic females. In the early Westerns, race mattered when it came to women. While the white characters often ended up with the hero and were perceived to be “good” women, the Mexican and Hispanic characters were treated quite differently. These women were portrayed as hot-blooded, exotic, passionate, and not quite acceptable in “white” society,​[88]​ expressing the sexual freedom of the “lower classes and dark-skinned races.”​[89]​ They symbolized passion and recklessness and this was often represented in additional shorthand by their names. 
White female characters were usually stereotyped as people who had taken wrong decisions in life for which they had to be redeemed, usually by the male hero of the story. The main femme fatales or vamps also generally were pictured as having a heart of gold: underneath the shallow appearance, they were intrinsically good people worthy of the hero. Characters from another race had less chance of finding redemption, even though there were films in which they too, found redemption. Femme fatales or vamps were an important gesture to the wildness of the West, personifying their surroundings. Still, femme fatales and vamps were not immediately labeled “bad” women. Sometimes the saloon girl ended up with the hero, not always destined to have a loveless ending. Like the West, Schackel says, these women needed to be tamed before she could actually marry the hero. First, she needed to be domesticated and Schackel cleverly links the land that needs to be conquered to women in need to be dominated.​[90]​ This category, however, faced death: the “bad” women who stayed “bad,” often died in the end, with or without their lovers. Even some prostitutes with a heart of gold died in the end. It was Hollywood’s convenient way to banish bad women. ​[91]​
	 The third type of character appeared in some movies before the sixties, but saw more appearances after that decade.  These were the so-called wild women or tomboys: the women who dressed in men’s clothes, who were very comfortable riding side-saddle; they were usually seen as outlaws because of it. In a way, these tomboys were a fusion of both archetypes. Like the civilizer, she was associated with civilization, domesticity, the schoolhouse and the church; like the femme fatale, she was not averse to riding long distances and encountering man-sized dangers. Still, before she could be a suitable mate for the male hero, she needed to be tamed.​[92]​ The fusion of the archetypes, Jenni Calder argues, suggest that “taste has outgrown the negative heroine, but it does not suggest that Westerns are in general responding to it.”​[93]​ The two main archetypes were still quite popular, despite the appearance of the tomboy character. Yet, according to Calder, “the most attractive kind of Western female is the girl who wears jeans and rides a horse and, to some extent at least, responds to an adventurous, demanding man’s world by doing man’s work.”​[94]​ 
However, apart from their actions or way of dressing, these female characters still served the purpose of boasting the hero’s image and what is more, her femininity was never in question. The characters differed from young ranch owners to “long haired, wild riding female hellions.”​[95]​ They were often eccentric and sometimes they were merely decorative or featured as the damsels in distress, but they were also more passionate than the nurturer/civilizer because they either had a house or reputation to protect. 
As mentioned before, they were sometimes based on legendary ‘wild women.’ These women were usually individuals who “deviated from their culture’s and their era’s expectations of a ‘proper’ woman,” because of which their names “have entered the lexicon of western myth and legend.”​[96]​ Such women’s lives, Glenda Riley says, “have been romanticized and idealized until truth lies hidden behind myth.”​[97]​ They were still female characters in a male-dominated genre, and had to be adjusted accordingly to fit the conventions of the time of filming.
Since the sixties, some of the roles for women in film have changed under pressure of the women rights movement and social circumstances. As a response to the Vietnam War, Westerns got more ferocious and this ferocity was also directed at women. They were sometimes even used as bullet shields in the more violent spaghetti westerns. At the same time, the tomboy stereotype evolved into one of a strong, determined, “modern” woman, reflecting society’s rising consciousness of female equality.​[98]​ Even though she still usually depended on a man to aid her in times of hardship, she became more independent at the same time. The archetypes were loosened; female roles were no longer limited to strict role patterns. The tomboy combination was now fully embraced, and this type of character became known as the “modern sister” of the two major archetypes.​[99]​ Instead, the complexity of female role patterns on the frontier was now recognized and this also translated to the screen: they were no longer the shallow stereotypes they had once been.
In summary, because men often wrote and directed Westerns, women’s roles often reflected a male perspective, hereby stressing that the West in the Western genre was a man’s world. There were two main archetypes before the sixties. On the one hand, there was the nurturer/civilizer who stood for civilization and domesticity, and on the other hand, there was the femme fatale/vamp that represented passion and recklessness. These two had both characteristics that stood out from the other. A third type of character was a fusion of both archetypes, namely the wild woman or the tomboy. Yet, they were all figuring as peripheral characters and functioned as a backdrop for the male hero.
From the sixties onwards, these archetypes became less static, even though they still appeared in some movies. Under pressure of the women rights activists, the writers and directors acknowledged the complexity of female characters on the frontier. Since then, roles for women have become more versatile and they had more depth. How, then, has Calamity Jane’s character been changing over the years? 


Chapter 3: Traditions and Hybridity: The Plainsman (1937)

Calamity Jane: “Tip your hat when you speak to a lady!”
Wild Bill Hickok: “I will... when I speak to a lady.”​[100]​

Cecil B. DeMille directed the extraordinarily popular film The Plainsman, of which he said that it was historically authentic. However, the plot and characterizations are mostly fictional; DeMille’s efforts at accuracy were mostly confined to details.​[101]​ Created by a director loving spectacular, circus-like, panoramic movies, The Plainsman depicts the history of the West as an extravaganza.​[102]​ With this depression-era film, he entertained a population that wanted to escape the worries of everyday life. The leading roles are played by Gary Cooper (Wild Bill Hickok) and Jean Arthur (Calamity Jane). With Jean Arthur playing Calamity Jane, it is not at all surprising that the character provides much of the comic relief in the movie. Arthur was known for her comic roles. However, she took the role because she believed that Calamity Jane was “a symbol of emancipated womanhood” and she wanted to represent that.​[103]​ A feminist herself, Arthur admired the fact that Calamity Jane “wore trousers,” smoked (Arthur did, too) and “whenever she felt in need of a stimulating nip, she went into a bar and got good service by banging the wood with a revolver butt.”​[104]​
In The Plainsman, Arthur’s Calamity had to serve as the lively, romantic opposite to Gary Cooper’s Wild Bill Hickok. She portrayed the female/masculine ambiguity that audiences were coming to expect of her character. This Calamity Jane was “pretty, spunky, and perky,” but also hysterical, eccentric, incurably amoral, but devotedly doting, assertive, and brave.​[105]​ Despite her masculine behavior and unconventional clothing, her appearance was feminine with perfectly styled blond hair and make-up. According to Richard Etulain Jean Arthur’s portrayal of Calamity Jane “personifies the oxymoronic legend of Calamity that had crystallized in the 1930s.”​[106]​ The duality of her character provided an interesting twist to the tomboy character and was quite popular in the decade. Throughout the movie, Calamity forms a hybrid character, in personality (including language), but also in appearance and actions. First, this chapter will provide an overview of the film, before returning to Calamity Jane.
The film’s opening setting is set right after the Civil War, when Abraham Lincoln tells his cabinet that the frontier must be made safe so all the surviving soldiers and their families will have some land. Obstacles must be removed so that these men can continue their lives more smoothly. However, Lincoln gets shot, and as soon as the news reaches the President’s office, one of the corrupt magistrates plans to sell off the surplus rifles to a man called Lattimer, the stereotypical villain in the film, who in his turn will sell them to the Indians. Thus, he goes straight against Lincoln’s orders.
After the opening scene, the film shows Buffalo Bill Cody (James Ellison), who has just married Louisa (Ellen Burgess) and who is planning to build a life with her in a settlement called Hays City. He gets reacquainted with his old friend Wild Bill Hickok and together they travel to the west. They meet Calamity Jane who brings them even further out west with a stagecoach. However, an Indian war is brewing: the tribes have united to drive the white settlers back to the east where they belong. The guns sold to the Indians aids in destroying several battalions.  The film revolves around the three legendary characters helping out General Custer to stop the Indians and about Calamity wanting to convince Hickok to stay with her. Eventually, the three of them stop the vigilante selling the sophisticated guns to the Indians, hereby ending the war and smoothing the way for the incoming settlers.​[107]​ However, after Hickok kills Lattimer, he gets shot by Jack McCall while they and Lattimer’s other employees are waiting for General Merritt to come and arrest them. In the final shot, Calamity weeps over Hickok, giving him a final kiss.
Calamity’s hybridity shows in both personality and actions, and appearance. She appears to be very masculine: she curses and swears (though in a polite manner), drives a stagecoach wildly, and professionally uses a long bullwhip. She also does not shy away from touching and kissing Hickok, which would be deemed very inappropriate behavior for a female. She seems to be steadfast, knows what she wants and is willing to fight for it. She is the complete opposite of Louisa Cody, who fulfills the role of civilizer/nurturer. Louisa is portrayed and treated like a lady, while Calamity is not a lady by far, despite the make-up and the styled hair, something which is confirmed by Hickok repeatedly especially in the first part of the movie. 
The character of Louisa represents civilization. She comes from the East Coast, abhors violence and guns, and demands that her husband as well as Hickok stop using both. She is the voice of reason: when Hickok is shot and he defends his actions of shooting someone in return, she retorts: “What right have you to judge who is to live or to die?”​[108]​ All she wants is to set up a hotel together with her husband Cody and leave the violence behind them. The two of them travel out west, symbolizing a civilized West with marriage, pregnancy, acquisition of property, and settling down.​[109]​ Calamity Jane and Hickok represent a frontier that is not yet tamed, in need of being civilized, and Louisa gives it a try. While she urges Hickok to think about his actions and beliefs on violence, she tries to transform Calamity into a lady at the same time, by giving her a dress and a hat. Apart from one part of the movie in which she wears the dress, Calamity wears buckskin pants and comfortable shirts. Calamity seems willing to accept this femininity and shows a willingness to be tamed: upon getting reacquainted with Hickok at the very beginning of the film she tells him that she would wear a dress if she ever had one. As soon as she wears Louisa’s dress, she starts dreaming about a household of her own, including a husband and children.
Clothes seem to alter Calamity Jane’s personality instantly in more than one way. It seems that wearing a dress makes her a damsel in distress instantly. When Indians appear and destroy the house’s interior, though not before Calamity has gotten Louisa safely out of the house, she is taken prisoner. It takes a man (Hickok) to make an attempt to save her. This does not go as planned, and the Indians threaten to kill Hickok if Calamity does not want to tell them what they want to know. When he is nearing suffocation, she succumbs, providing the information.  Thus, she saves a man’s life and frees them both. However, her succumbing is perceived as a failure typical for a woman: when word comes out it was Calamity who told the Indians, it is dismissed with the words: “What do you expect from a woman.”​[110]​ While wearing the dress she remains a damsel in distress, worrying over Hickok when he tries to steal an Indian horse, but as soon as the horse is secured an interesting transformation takes place. She sheds the skirt of the dress, underneath which she is still wearing her pants, hops on the horse, and transforms into a courageous character instantly. She maneuvers through the Indian lines to get reinforcements and even confesses to General Custer she is responsible for the Indian attack. It seems as if the pants give her the courage of a man which a dress never could.
Despite Louisa’s role as civilizer and Calamity as the brass heroine, they both function as a domestic backdrop. Louisa has already “tamed” Cody. She is the presence in Cody’s life that makes him want to settle down, giving in to civilization and dismissing lawlessness. It is up to Calamity to do the same with Hickok, even though Louisa and Calamity could not be more different. Calamity tries to civilize Hickok throughout the movie: it appears that nearly all of her actions revolve around convincing Hickok to marry her. While she usually is an independent woman, this changes as soon as Hickok enters the scene: she screams out his name, almost instantly turning into a seemingly helpless woman while leaving it up to him to save her.
Especially after Calamity has betrayed the soldiers by telling the Indians what they want to know, Hickok does not want to have anything to do with her, but she is persistent. Gradually, he seems to give in. For a moment it seems Calamity succeeds, for at the very end he expresses that he would not mind having what Louisa and Cody have. Before Hickok can make a final decision on the future, however, he gets shot.
Hickok is the film’s true hero; the title The Plainsman” refers to him. Functioning as a sidekick put Calamity in a role in which she could only be an addition to Hickok; only once she evolves into a true heroine by reaching General Custer. She provides the comic relief, the romance, the cursing, the action, and non-ladylike behavior. All of these aspects add to the ambiguity of the character, who shows both a feminine and masculine side and who, in the end, favors the former. Despite her polite cursing and manly behavior, she is portrayed as a good woman who wants to do what is right by aiding Hickok, even though there are some romantic personal reasons. In the end, even though Arthur believed Calamity was one of the women “blazing toward emancipation,”​[111]​ her character wanted to choose civilization and settle down as a rancher’s wife. Jean Arthur’s pert and cute tomboy portrayal of the character became the prototype for several on-screen Calamity Jane’s  that followed.​[112]​


Chapter 4: Masculinity and Conventions: Young Bill Hickok (1940)

“Oh, there you go again, always that calamity howling. We should’ve named you Calamity Jane in the first place.”​[113]​

In 1940, just after the beginning of the Second World War, America was still an isolationist country eyeing the world suspiciously and determinedly celebrating its own heroes and heroines. This translated into Joseph Kane’s Young Bill Hickok. Kane produced a slightly conservative Western. In the opening scene foreigners are eyeing the wealth of America, the West Coast and California’s gold in particular, while the Civil War comes to a close. The leading parts were played by Roy Rogers (Bill Hickok), Gabby Hayes (Gabby Whitaker), and Sally Payne (Calamity Jane). Payne was no stranger in playing in Westerns; it was practically all she did. Her performance as Calamity Jane in Young Bill Hickok led her to instant stardom, mainly because of the several songs she performed in the film. This Calamity Jane, reminiscent of The Plainsman, was a comic sidekick. However, in this film she was not the only comic character. Both Calamity and Gabby, seemingly inseparable, were responsible for much of the comic situations.
Young Bill Hickok revolves around a conspiracy of foreigners (the country of origin seems undetermined) and a corrupt American politician aiming to separate California from the Union to secure its gold.​[114]​ While a horde of bandits called the Overland Raiders who are hired by the corrupt senator terrorize the land, young Hickok gains instant fame by holding the bandits off. He is aided by Calamity and Gabby in the final scene of the fight. Then, he is ordered to postpone his wedding to guard a transport of gold to pay for the northern army, but when the gold disappears anyway, Hickok is falsely accused of stealing it. It is up to him to prove his innocence and reveal the real thief, again with the help of Gabby and Calamity.  
Apart from the main characters Hickok and Calamity, Young Bill Hickok shares some other plot features with The Plainsman. Not only are both movies situated at the close of the Civil War, but they both revolve around corrupt politicians. What is more, both films take place in Hays City, and it might not have been a coincidence that the civilizer/nurturer types in both films are somewhat similar in name: Louisa in The Plainsman; Louise in Young Bill Hickok. Apparently, the name (and variations) called for respect: it is one of the names intrinsically linked with civilized society. A remarkable difference is the position of Indians. While The Plainsman features a war against the “Injuns,” in Young Bill Hickok Gabby and Calamity ride together with them – they are a constant factor in the backdrop, but they are pictured as friendly. However, both Gabby and Calamity are outsiders, both in behavior as in appearance, so perhaps their wildness translates into tight bonds with Indians because of that. 
	Payne’s Calamity was based on Arthur’s performance in The Plainsman. The two roles were similar in that Calamity was pretty, spunky, and assertive, talking back to her uncle Gabby more than once for instance, when he orders her to stay behind to watch the horses, she tells him straight forward that he “ain’t leaving me here along chaperoning no bronx,” takes over the lead and assembles the party to free Hickok. However, there are a few remarkable differences. For one, Payne’s Calamity is more self-assured, and though her image is being romanticized to show a beautiful sassy woman, the personality of the character is not. The film does not show a longing for a husband or a desire to settle down; instead it shows a woman satisfied with life as it is. She is more masculine than Arthur’s Calamity: even though Payne’s character is still beautiful with clothes that, though manly, accentuate her figure, she is not portrayed as emotional or irrational in contrast to the typical civilizer, Louise. Calamity remains a hybrid character of masculinity and femininity, but it seems it does not go further than a woman wearing men’s clothes. What is more, she seems perfectly fine with both her clothes and her status as an outcast. This becomes apparent in the scene in which Hickok introduces her to his fiancée Louise Mason (Julie Bishop) by saying: “This is Calamity Jane or Miss Canary in polite society.” Calamity instantly retorts: “Oh, I never got in, so just call me Calamity. Howdy!”​[115]​ These words also instantly show how different Calamity is from Louise, who is an example image of a civilized, respected woman.
Louise is the civilizer, who dislikes war and hates that the war forces her to postpone her wedding. However, Hickok persuades her by saying that it is an order from the army, which leaves her angry but in the end, she comes around. She is a typical female according to the traditional conventions: tempered, sometimes irrational, domestic, and she desperately wants to marry Hickok. She worries about him and wants him to come back safely so they can start their life together. It is not surprising that she is the one who eventually tells the (to her unknown) corrupt senator where Hickok and the gold are going to. At the same time, when it comes out she is easily forgiven because she is a woman. It is a big difference from The Plainsman, in which Calamity nearly gets lynched for telling the Indians where the soldiers are going, but it has everything to do with the fact that Louise is a respected woman, while Calamity in The Plainsman is somewhat of a pariah because of her behavior and appearance. 
Louise and Calamity seem good friends from the start, even though there is a world of difference between them. While Louise is a typical female character, functioning as a domestic backdrop, Calamity refuses to be put in that role. In the beginning of the film, as already mentioned, her uncle Gabby wants to protect her by leaving her to safeguard the horses, but she curses at him that she is not staying behind to miss out on all the action and rides out to aid Hickok without waiting on the others. Further on in the movie, while assisting Hickok, she is seen as a full partner (though, part of the dichotomy she forms with Gabby) in the process of unmasking the true gold thief. However, she is not shy to use her femininity and her voice in this process: she will sing, dance, and flirt on a saloon table to provide a distraction. Like Hickok, Calamity has a strong sense of righteousness and wants the right people behind bars. She is unconditionally loyal to Hickok and his friends.
It is remarkable that Calamity Jane in Young Bill Hickok is not heavily pushed into the nurturer/civilizer archetype – something that did happen with Arthur’s Calamity. One of the only concessions she makes is in the beginning of the film when Hickok is hurt and when she tells Gaby to stop asking questions before taking Hickok inside to tend to his wounds. She is also excited to be the bridesmaid to Hickok’s and Louise’s wedding. However, this Calamity seems comfortable too in a saloon setting. Even though she does not completely fit the femme fatale/vamp archetype and although she seems not to want to be seen completely in that light, she does have some characteristics that lean towards it. 
In sum, this Calamity too functions as a comic sidekick to the main character. Together with Gabby, she aided when needed, but often with a comic result. Furthermore, she sticks to the general image of Calamity that persisted: she is masculine in behavior and clothing, curses every few minutes and does not fit into polite society. She does what she thinks is right, showing loyalty to Hickok but not in a romantic way. Still, conventions of the time forced Calamity to make her appearance feminine. Her hair is never untidy and she wears make-up. She uses her ability to sing and dance in a saloon not just to aid Hickok, but also to show that she is definitely a woman who can seduce men into watching her perform. At the same time, her feelings of righteousness and loyalty to both Hickok and Louise show that she has a heart of gold. All in all, Payne’s character fits the conventions of Calamity as a hybrid character, albeit in a slightly different way than Arthur’s prototypical performance in The Plainsman.


Chapter 5: Almost a Feminist: Calamity Jane (1984)

“Sometimes what’s real beats dreams all to hell and you know it. […] I want you to learn easier than I did. A woman going her own way, what she gets is a hard trade every day of her life. And if she ends up with some self-respect come sunset, she’s damn lucky. Cause if you got that, little darling, can’t nobody say you didn’t beat them all.”​[116]​

Interest in the West and the Western declined in the 1970s and 1980s. While there were still 256 Westerns made in the 1950s, in the 1970s this number had declined to 128 and in the 1980s there were only 39 Western films produced, not counting the Westerns made for TV.​[117]​ According to James Lloyd, these changes “stemmed from the controversial Vietnam War, the conscience-raising civil rights movement, and the resurgent feminist movement.”​[118]​ Because of this, “histories glorifying the ‘conquest of the West’ increasingly came under assault.”​[119]​
However, when Ronald Reagan, former Western actor, became president, the Western seemed to revive and not only because Reagan’s Western terminology. The Cold War was at its height during the eighties. “At a time when America seemed beset by enemies both abroad and within, the country was more interested in appreciating its heroic past than in debunking it,”​[120]​ Lloyd says. Heroes were being revived; among them was Calamity Jane. However, because of the changes in the social climate, the predominantly male Westerns no longer fitted in the contemporary culture. When the genre moved away from roles men thought women ought to play and towards roles they actually did play, Archie McDonald argues, “Western films would more realistically reflect women’s role in the celluloid winning of the West.”​[121]​
While Calamity Jane was already believed to be a feminist forerunner in the thirties when The Plainsman was shot, this image grew even stronger during and after the sixties, when the second wave feminists, who usually came from a privileged white background, fought for equal rights. Legends revolving around Calamity made her even more popular in an age “when women were making strides towards equality with men.”​[122]​ Not only did she apparently work in traditionally male occupations; she had also worked as a nurse. She was an interesting character to the feminists who were demanding equal rights, but also for women who wanted to work, though in a more traditional female occupation. Calamity, then, was a perfect example of both a feminist and a strong woman who did not fit the conventions that the Western had forced upon female roles.
Calamity Jane is a biography of Calamity’s life, based on a forged diary and falsified letters brought into the world by Jean McCormick who claimed in 1941 to be the long lost daughter of Calamity Jane and Wild Bill Hickok.​[123]​ Though McCormick’s story eventually was proven to be untrue, this fictional addition to Calamity’s life “struck a popular chord;”​[124]​ many writers, both authors of fiction and professional scholars, used these new letters to revive Calamity’s popularity. Before these documents appeared, the legend of Calamity Jane was primarily masculine. People gladly accepted these new documents to give Calamity Jane a more dimensional image by adding feminine qualities of humanitarianism, motherhood and being someone’s wife. 
Jane Alexander’s performance of Calamity Jane was the first one of the revisionist portrayals of the character. Alexander was also in part responsible for the production of the film. This film, made for TV, was nominated for an Emmy Award for Outstanding Lead Actress in the category “Miniseries or a Movie.”​[125]​ It was the third movie called Calamity Jane; the first one being a Wild West musical featuring Doris Day in 1953 and the second one, exactly a decade later, featured Carol Burnett. The 1984 version, however, tried to portray Calamity more in the way she was by sticking closely to the facts that were known about her which resulted in an ambivalent, ambiguous heroine. Furthermore, they did not try to romanticize her image. She wears men’s clothes mostly, but they hide her figure. The only set of pants that look good on her, is the set that Hickok gives her and which she later uses for show-purposes. She is dirty, her hair is unkempt and ruddy. Her face is hardened by the outdoor life. She does wear dresses a couple of times: upon meeting McCormick, who adopted her daughter, she dresses up nicely. In the later encounter with Jean, she also presents an attractive front. She is also seen in the dress of a prostitute when she wants to be pretty for Hickok, and she wears dresses while married to Burke, perhaps showing that she really tries the civilized life. However, as soon as she leaves him, the dresses leave, as well.

The film starts with Calamity Jane saving Bill Hickok’s life, after which she joins him on his journey to Kansas. They are married by two reverends which they have saved while all being on a stagecoach about to get robbed. While Hickok does not take the vows seriously because all four were drunk, Calamity believes her marriage to be true. He distances himself from her and when he leaves to join Buffalo Bill Cody on one of his shows, he leaves her behind. She does not tell him at that point that she is pregnant. Giving the child up to adoption is hard for her but she does it to give Janey (Jean) a better life.  She starts a new life in Deadwood but, just as she learns that Hickok resides there, too, he gets shot. She succumbs to alcoholism, because of which she gets fired riding the stagecoach. After seeing her daughter without telling her that she really is her mother, she marries Charlie Burke, who takes her out of the bordello were she was working. Eventually she leaves him, believing she is not fit for domestic life, and she joins the Pan America Exposition. While being drunk she meets Jean again, now a grown up young woman. During their latest encounter she seems to sober up, and finally gets her act together: both in her life and on stage. 
No longer is Calamity Jane a side character nor is she used as comic relief; this film is very serious about what the makers believed what happened to the real Calamity. She is the pivot on which everything hinges; the film is not called Calamity Jane for nothing. On the one hand, she is trying to survive in a harsh world unfriendly to women – she tries to make the best of it. She tries to control her uncertain destiny in a masculine world.​[126]​ However, she does not think she fits in the female roles available; instead, she chooses to develop herself in masculine ways. She is an excellent marksman and boasts about how she worked for the army several times before she was revealed to be a woman. She rides a stagecoach like a man, beats all the men at playing poker, talks and curses like Western men, and is determined to prove she can do any thing a man can do. In this way, she appears to be a true feminist. Yet, at the beginning, just after she meets Hickok, she warns him that though she can shoot and ride like a man; in fact, despite she can do anything a man can do, she is definitely a woman and he should not forget that. 
She hardly cares about what people think of her, yet she basically does what people expect of an outlaw like her. When life gets rough, for example after seeing young Jean or after Hickok’s death, she gets drunk and stays that way until she is either fired, or saved by a man. She does not care to work in a boarding house which provides rooms for prostitutes (from the story, it is not clear if she herself is a prostitute at that point, or if she is only nursing them). She just seems to see it as a way to take care of herself when she has run out of other options. There is only one time in the movie, fairly at the end, when she is confronted with women who have the respect of the community. When they say they want her out of town, she does not argue with them; instead, she gets into a fight, defeating all four of them, and then leaves anyway.
On the other hand, she seems to long for at least some sort of domestic life. She tries to talk Hickok first into accepting the marriage license of the drunken priests as valid, and when he declines, she tries to convince him to settle down on a ranch just before Cody comes to the city of Abilene to ask him if he wants to join his Wild West show. She then already knows that she is pregnant and wants to do “the right thing” for her child, but fails to tell Hickok about her pregnancy in the process. After Hickok’s death, she marries Charlie Burke, perhaps seeing him as a substitute for Hickok, and they start a small farm together. She wants to try and give civilization and a domesticated life a chance. However, after a few years she accuses him of being lazy and tells him it is simply not going to work and she leaves for Deadwood again, to work in a bar.
Nevertheless, the character does get more depth. A lot of attention is given to Calamity’s feelings, emotions, and the film attempts to take a peek inside this woman’s head. By showing both actions and emotions and by focusing on as much aspects of Calamity’s life as they can, the makers created a “gray” character. This new Calamity is a result of the less idealistic treatments of the Old West figures and pioneer women. It shows a more complex individual, mirroring the socio-cultural changes which transformed the United States since the 1960s,​[127]​ instead of a superficial female character which was generally the rule in the time of the traditional Western. The archetypes are still visible; so too, in Calamity: At the one hand, she wants to settle down for a domesticated life but she had always wanted it to be with Hickok, not with Burke, so she leaves. The femme fatale is also visible from the beginning of the movie. After they enjoyed each other’s company and take the stagecoach with the two ministers, Calamity tells Hickok: “I want my money.” The ministers are shocked and so is the audience, for if they know about Calamity’s background they are invited to think that Calamity wants payment for what happened between Hickok and herself. Instead, Hickok explains to them, he sold their horses and he still owes her a share. Yet, she adds, it is not the only thing they did, hereby again emphasizing her femininity and sexuality. ​[128]​

There is a world of difference between Arthur’s romantic Calamity of the thirties and Alexander’s gritty Calamity. The more contemporary image attempts to show a more realistic image, even though there is still a heavy emphasis on the relationship between Calamity and Hickok. Yet, although feminists like to claim that Calamity Jane is a feminist movie, it is more an attempt to one. It seems the director and producers were still looking for a way to keep the character of Calamity Jane interesting by using the forged letters as a basis for a more feminine side of Calamity, namely the side of wife and mother. Though Jane repeatedly says, mainly to Hickok, that she can take care of herself and that he does not have to look after her, she succumbs to drinking, smoking, gambling, and prostitution whenever her life seems hard. After Hickok’s death and after meeting her daughter for the first time, she grabs a bottle of liquor and drinks until she cannot stand up anymore. The ambivalence between her words and her actions still seem to portray her as a somewhat “weak” woman, passing her off as a pathetic, vulnerable victim of life.​[129]​ She might shoot and ride as well as any man can; still she cannot deal with the hardship of Western life and translates her pain into drunkenness. She is portrayed as a tragic figure who was perhaps born in the wrong age. 
Yet, she is aware of her situation and limitations as outlaw. Upon meeting Jean for the final time in which she is asked to tell her about life for women in the West, she snorts: “Well, I guess it’s the same for us ladies here and there. Either you end up washing a man’s drawers or you get paid for pulling them down.”​[130]​ It is meant to shock in-story, but it also is a direct critique on the roles available for women in the Western genre. Still, even though she is disappointed by a life full of frustrations, she does retain her courage. She might have been portrayed as a victim of life but she advises her daughter that any woman who “goes her own way” is “damn lucky” if she ends up with some self-respect.”​[131]​ Right after the scene, Calamity goes back to the arena of the show she is part of at the time, and follows her own advice. These words and actions also seem to reflect the feminist concerns of the 1980s, believing her to be a strong independent woman who refuses to be trapped by social conventions.


Chapter 6: Wild Western Women: Buffalo Girls (1995)

“In them days, Janey, there was only two ways for a woman to survive out west - wifin' and whorin'. Since I wasn't cut out for either one, I had to find my own way of surviving. So I lived like a man and sometimes passed myself off as one. It got kind of sticky at times, but it gave me a kind of freedom that few women ever knew.”​[132]​

In the beginning of the 1990s, many Western films with female lead characters appeared in movie theaters as well as on television. After Calamity Jane in 1984 came a Portuguese film with the same title in 1987, but also films without Calamity appeared. For example, The Ballad of Little Jo (1993) told another story about a woman posing as a man, Bad Girls (1994) told a comical tale about four prostitutes banding together, The Quick And The Dead (1995) featured Sharon Stone as a female gunslinger saving a small town, and the television drama series Dr Quinn, Medicine Woman (1993-1998) featured a female doctor settling in a Western town. In the meantime, Calamity Jane remained a popular heroine: in the second half of the 1990s, three films and two television series were aired featuring the character.​[133]​ Buffalo Girls was one of the three films with Calamity Jane in the leading role airing in 1995. The other two were Tall Tale and Wild Bill. Never before did three films featuring Calamity Jane appear in the same year, which underscores her popularity. 
These films and television series coincided with the third wave of feminism. While second wave feminism was perceived as the “whitewashed, privileged feminism” of mostly the middle and upper class white women, third wave feminism was more diverse and multicultural. “A central tenet of third wave feminism,” writes Catherine Harnois, “is to include women who have previously been excluded from social movements [such as second wave feminism] due to race, class, and sexual orientation prejudice.”​[134]​ While it still was hard to include female minorities without steering away from the alleged historical validity the film makers strove to keep, attempts were made to include these minorities in a believable way. 
Angelica Huston played Calamity Jane in Buffalo Girls; her performance was both sensitive and realistic, yet, she was still seen as a somewhat tragic figure.​[135]​ The film was nominated for two Golden Globes and eleven Emmy’s, of which they only won one for Outstanding Achievement in Sound Mixing for a Movie of the Week, Mini-Series or Special.​[136]​ Though Calamity Jane was the film’s main character, the film also featured several other strong women: Dora (Melanie Griffith), a madam and Calamity’s best friend; Doosie (Charlayne Woodard), Dora’s African American employee, and Annie Oakley (Reba McEntire, a famous country singer), star shooter in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show.
Buffalo Girls was based on a book with the same title, written by Larry McMurty (1990). The book closely followed the forged documents that Jean McCormick had brought into the world. These documents form the red thread throughout the film, since lead character Angelica Huston does not only play Calamity Jane, she also delivers Calamity’s voiceover, reading the letters she wrote to her daughter Janey out loud. These letters keep the film together. A second, smaller storyline revolves around Dora and her struggle with her past and present, but how she is also a strong woman throughout the film. 
The film, which was made for TV, consists of three parts. The first part is about Calamity Jane’s work for the army, and the relationship between Calamity and Bill Hickok. She ends up pregnant, but when she returns to Deadwood to tell Hickok, she learns he has been shot. After that, Captain O’Neill offers to adopt little Janey and Calamity complies. 
The second part revolves around Buffalo Bill Cody, who tries to convince Calamity to join his show before it moves to England. Richard Etulain argues that “the film uses Calamity and the other characters as revealing symbols of a vanishing Wild West. She, the two old mountaineers, and the Indians, No Ears and Sitting Bull, epitomize a frontier passing from the scene and being embalmed in pageantry and showmanship.”​[137]​ Calamity refuses to join the show and returns to her friends. At some point waking up in the snow, nearly frozen, which has to visualize the lowest point of her life, she cries out that Cody might be right in that “the big adventure is over and that he is right to make a show out of it and sell it.”​[138]​ The Old West must be gone because the plains are “filling up with towns”​[139]​ and because Cody is making a very successful dramatic show that is highly popular both within the United States and abroad. Her friends go with Cody for both idealistic reasons to revive the Old West as well as for the money, leaving Calamity behind. However, when Calamity learns that Captain O’Neill’s wife has passed away and that he has taken Janey back to England, she rushes after Cody and joins the Wild West show to find her daughter. 
The third part tells about the time in England, the show performed for Queen Victoria, and Calamity’s struggle to convince O’Neill she wants to take her daughter back home. Eventually, she finds her daughter and bonds with her, yet does not take Janey with her. In the end, Calamity says, she can let her daughter go but not before giving her a show horse to ride on. The party returns home to Deadwood, where Dora dies giving birth to a daughter. However, Calamity needs her space and cannot conform to a role pattern of civilizing and nurturing completely, which is seen in the final shot where she rides out on her horse. Typically, the film ends with a scene of Calamity riding off into the sunset. This typical ending for a male hero has now been transformed into a situation in which a female can do the same: the female character has taken over a male role pattern.
Again, Calamity Jane is an ambivalent character. While she has feelings and throws an occasional tantrum which was seen by male film makers as typically female behavior, she does not mind passing herself off as a man. At some point, she even says she’s “never really thought of [her]self as a woman.”​[140]​ Still, this character has a lot of depth and though she has maternal feelings, she stays out of either of the major archetypes of civilizer and vamp. The voice-over, reading the letters to Janey, explains why she is who she is and why she does what she does, providing reasons for her behavior and feelings. While she “reeks like the ripe mules and horses”​[141]​ when she rides, she cleans up and wears a dress to seduce Hickok. She transforms immediately into a woman who is insecure about her appearance, wondering if he will like her and when he embarrasses her, she bursts into tears. Her emotions also play a part when she sees the massacre of Custer’s army, and later, again all dressed up, when she finally gets to see her daughter. 
Yet, most of the time she is seen in the buckskin pants the audience is used to seeing. Normally venturing with her friends, the two comical trappers Jim and Brattle Bone and an aging wise Indian called No Ears, she meets other men without fear of harassment; it seems that the two trappers see her more as a man than a woman, perhaps because her ambivalent sexual identity.​[142]​ She is pictured as smoking cigars and drinking whisky on several occasions and seems to be able to hold her liquor well. She is drunk only once in the entire movie, right after she has been turned down by O’Neill to see her daughter while she is in England and she is thrown in jail for shooting in a pub immediately afterwards.
It is almost surprising how much her appearance changes during the film. Apart from the occasional scene in which she wears dresses, her femininity is increasingly emphasized as the movie progresses. While in the first scenes she almost looks like a man, her face is cleaner in the end even while wearing men’s clothes. At the end of the film, despite wearing pants, one can clearly see that she is, in fact, a woman, and this transformation happens very slowly.
Though Calamity steers away from the archetypes she mentions in the beginning of the movie (quoted at the beginning of this chapter), two of the other female characters do represent these roles. First of all, the other major character Dora is a madam, who travels around with company and runs a hotel in every town she settles. She is not a prostitute herself, but arranges for all the company men desire. She is the tragic character; she finds true love but cannot marry for personal reasons, and gets trapped in a love affair which ends with her getting pregnant. However, she is the typical femme fatale with a heart of gold. Calamity is her best friend, and she is loyal without questions. However, her fate is also typical for the role pattern she is in, as she dies giving birth to her daughter. 
The other archetype, the one of nurturer and civilizer, is remarkably fulfilled by the only African American woman in the series, Doosie. While Doosie is officially Dora’s employee, she functions more as a personal assistant and friend to both Dora and Calamity. She is the “mother” of the company, fussing about both Calamity and Dora and providing warmth and care when Calamity freezes to death or when Dora tells her she is pregnant. However, she is not a meek character; she knows herself and is not afraid to open her mouth to make it known to the world. This is remarkable, as the story of the film takes place just after the Civil War. It has everything to do with the third wave of feminism that attempted to include minorities and other races in society.
The final strong female character is Annie Oakley, who is only seen in the third part of the movie. In the first scene in which Calamity and Oakley meet, Calamity suggest that they should stick together but Oakley seems repulsed by Calamity’s appearance. There is a world of difference between those two women, both working male professions: Oakley is civilized and neatly dressed while Calamity is seemingly unwashed and wears ragged clothes. However, when Calamity tells Oakley she bet all her money on Oakley because she needs money to get passage across the ocean for her daughter, the female star shooter transforms into a gentle, caring woman promising she will do the best she can. She wins a shooting competition against an English Lord and brings out a toast to all the strong women in Cody’s show, whom she nicknames the “Buffalo Girls.”​[143]​ Yet, despite her marvelous shooting ability, she is very much a female in both her appearance and personality. She dresses in a civilized manner and drinks her champagne from a glass, while Calamity distinguishes herself by grabbing the entire bottle. 
The men in the film are mostly side characters, as the film focuses mainly on strong women. The men who do appear frequently are the two trappers, who are old, have a lot of stories about how it used to be, and function as comic relief as they try to relive the days of old. Hickok is only featuring in the first part of the film in which he dies, and the several male characters are portrayed as being weaker than the female characters. For instance, Blue, the man Dora’s loves, is considered to be weak when he is not willing to wait for Dora. Instead, he marries someone else and later when she marries Ogden, he seems to be more like an employee than a husband. Oakley wins against a Lord in the shooting match, proving her superiority. Oakley’s husband and manager only stands in the background and hardly even has any lines – when they do communicate it seems as if Oakley steamrolls over him.






For a long time, Westerns have been shaped in compliance to the general ideal of exceptionalism, which included male dominance. The battle between civilization and savagery, hailed by several authors since the War of Independence, was ultimately a male fight and accordingly, women were left out. The idea of exceptionalism focused on male successes. This translated into the male-dominated world of film-making in which women were marginalized from the onset. Furthermore, as most film directors and screenwriters were men, their view of ideal women in the West showed in the traditional Westerns. Female characters were stereotyped, usually by using one of two archetypes: the nurturer/civilizer and the femme fatale/vamp. Apart from these archetypes there was a third category: the tomboy character. Still, the tomboy often leaned toward either of the archetypes because film-makers wanted her to fit in the traditional role patterns. 
The relatively masculine character of Calamity Jane was always a challenge to Hollywood, which could not resist the urge to make her pretty by casting such top stars as Jean Arthur (The Plainsman) and Sally Payne (Young Bill Hickok), among others. In the era of the traditional Western, she was heavily romanticized, in appearance as well as in personality. Film-makers wanted to fit Calamity into one of the aforementioned archetypes. Thus, the tomboy character was made to partly fit either the civilizer/nurturer archetype, like in The Plainsman, or the femme fatale/vamp archetype, as in Young Bill Hickok. Both of these Calamity’s were pretty, spunky and perky, albeit in different ways. Still, she was not the main character in either of the films. She functioned as a backdrop. In The Plainsman, Arthur’s Calamity wanted to marry Hickok to be a housewife like Cody’s Louisa, which would turn her into a domestic backdrop. Payne’s Calamity did not shy away from entertaining the men in the saloon by dancing on a table, hereby providing distraction for the true hero and yet, she did not feel uncomfortable in the saloon girl role pattern. Yet, both Arthur’s and Payne’s Calamity’s did not explain why they preferred men’s clothes, or why they had become an outlaw in the first place. They remained flat characters and aided the hero by being a comic sidekick.
Since the sixties, when the second-wave feminists, among other minorities, fought for more equality and recognition, some gradual changes occurred in the Western genre. Not only did the Western become more reactionary to social events, like the Vietnam War, and society as a whole; more diverse and stronger female characters appeared in the Western too. Instead of being stereotyped into fixed archetypes, the female characters gained more depth: they became gray characters which meant they gained more depth. The audience got more insight into what these new characters thought and experienced. Calamity Jane was a perfect female character to reflect this transformation. In the early films she wore men’s clothes but still wanted to be seen as a female. However, there were no motives for her behavior. In the later films, explanations were given to explain her thoughts and motives. Writers and directors wanted to give more insight into Calamity Jane as a person, as well as in other female characters.
This resulted in Calamity Jane in 1984, in which Calamity was the main character. The film, based on falsified documents, took a biographical approach, which gained more insights to Calamity’s feelings and personality. The film focused on how the circumstances led her to act the way she did. It meant that she had to respond to the world around her and this ultimately translated into a vulnerable, tragic character that was greatly misunderstood and could not deal with her problems. Still, there was some acknowledgement for the hardship women endured in the West. 
A little over a decade later, Angelica Huston portrayed Calamity Jane in Buffalo Girls, a film inspired by third-wave feminists who fought for more diversity and multiculturalism. Even though Huston’s Calamity also seemed to be a victim of life, she undertook more actions to achieve her goals. The motives for her actions were even clearer than in Calamity Jane, because Calamity’s voice-over, reading letters to her daughter, explained why she undertook certain actions. What is more, the men in this film were utterly subordinate to the female characters: the role patterns were completely reversed. 
Yet, there are some constants throughout the decades. Though only three of the four characters wore dresses in the film (with the exception of Payne’s Calamity), both the traditional Calamity played by Arthur and the two revisionist Calamity’s were more vulnerable, emotional, and feminine while wearing skirts. All three acted more lady-like when they wore traditional women’s clothing. Payne’s character was based on Arthur’s Calamity, but her sole function was comic relief and she remained a flat character throughout the movie.
	All films also have characters which make Calamity stand out as an outcast. For instance, in the traditional movies, Calamity is compared to a nurturer/civilizer, to see how far removed from such a character she actually is. Alexander’s Calamity rarely interacts with other women, but does not fit in the men’s world, either. Huston’s Calamity, finally, does have female friends, but her friends, whatever their occupations, are distinctively feminine and her smoking, drinking, and clothing makes her different from the others.
	However, despite these constant factors, Calamity Jane has changed: she has gained more depth and has become a more diverse person than the comic sidekick she used to be in the days of Jean Arthur and Sally Payne. This change is also visible in the film posters. The film poster of The Plainsman features Gary Cooper as the hero, holding his guns, while Arthur leans over him, clearly protected by his back. Young Bill Hickok’s poster is about Roy Rogers, with only a small portrait of Payne in the down right corner. This underscores the notion that both Calamity’s in the two traditional films are not the main characters. In contrast, Calamity Jane’s poster shows nothing more than Alexander’s Calamity posing with a gun and the film’s title. Finally, the poster of Buffalo Girls shows Angelica Huston, Melanie Griffith, and Reba McEntire as the main characters and only little space is reserved for the main male characters. The women are more important in these portrayals of Calamity Jane.
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